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ABSTRACT 

This study examines- the degree of consistency between 
stndents' oral and written expression, with regard to the ideas and 
opinions communicated. Fifty-five freshman composition students w.er^ 
asked to elaborate on a 'subject of choice in a 500-word essay and in - 
a private office interview wXth the tea^cber. Data revealed that 
consistency of - expression wa sNindepen^ent of such factors as college 
entrance examination scores, previous grades in English courses^ high 
school grade-point average, and '^ex of subject. Factors related to 
consistency of expression^ which separated students strong in English 
from students^ weak in English, were performance in basic English, 
performance on the essay used in this experiment, and semester course 
grade. Generally, the ideas expressed orally by students were' more 
clear and convincing than were the same ideas expressed in their 
written essays. (KS.) 
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Linguistics- and the .^ri^is in Writing 

Carol $)s^nson 

Linguistics' has made available a vast humhgr of hev ^ 

/ 

insig-hts into the natur^-^ of language. The^ insights?* in'mam 




cases, ^ave been in direct contradictiojr to much of. 
been taugHt in the English department of pui>2rip sehbols ^nd 
colleges for decades. These linguistig advances I feel consti- 
tute- a breakthrough that has made obsglite much of what English 
teachers have previously considerd^fdoctrine in th^ discipline. 

The study of linguistics has made it increasingly difficult/ 
for example, to propagate such myths as (1) the belief that 
language change leads to d-eterioration, (2) the" notion that gxammar 



is sacred, (-f) ^the prejudice that dialect 



V : 



s ar^ perversions/of 



the language, and7(4) the pOpular^ly -heldx<3jnpression that written 
language \s somehow '^^^re importan£^<han oral l^gua^. The 

^recognition of oral lan^age is,, 
mq^^ significant revelation that linguistics 

nuary issueA^f^^he English Journal 
[1 Councif^^of^eachers of English) 
er's theory of .composition. This, 
widely read article, which "Mut lined the possibilities of link- 
mg or^l language study and pompositdon study, re<:ognized t|iat 

- r * * 

oral language is primary, that a teachdr can Work with, a student's 

.J 

oral language in order to improve his ability to use the written 
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X 



guage. , J 

Actually, the study of oral language is not so new. 
Rhetoric, the persuasive discouifse study of the Greeks, combined 
oral and written language. From as far back as Corax of Syracuse 
the man generally held as the fonuulator of the art of rhetoric, 
there lias been implicit recognition of the interrelated nature 
of these two aspects of comofnunication. This tradition was 
strongly maintained in education until the early twentieth cennur 
when college and university English departments shifted their 
emphasis from rhetoric to literature, philology and criticism. 
The term rhetoric largely fell out of style and was generally 
replaced by ^ the term still in use today, composition. Compo- 
sition dealt exclusively with written discourse; very soon all 
semblance of rhetorical theory pretty much ^disappeared to be 
replaced by the study of correct usage, punctuation^ and spell- 
ing. The rhetoric book was gradually replaced by the grammar 
handbook. The final break betwe^ oral and written discourse 
occurred' in 1913 when the studiToT^oral English and rhetoric 
became^ the substance of the newly formed speeeli depar^merT^ ~ , 
Written English alon^ with grammar and literature became the 
primary function of English study. 



An Investigation of Content Differences in (»al 
Vs WritterT^College Freshman Discourse 

The research I did for the doctoral degree was conducted 
amofig^ freshman composition students at San Antonio Junior College 
during the spring semester, 1975^ The data collection procedures 
which consisted of a written discourse assignment followed by 
an oral discourse assignment, was, conducted solely by the author 
with students from two freshman English classes. Fifty-five 
students were involved, twenty-nine males and twenty-six females. 

My study of freshman English composition compared the 
ideas students expressed in written discourse with the ideas they 
expressed in oral interviews. The aim was to determine whether 
students were consistent' in the views they held in the two sit- 
uations: 

The research was done in an effort to identify a possible 
re&son why^college freshmen have so much difficulty with writing ^ 
in their English classes. The ^mechanics of style, diction, and 
punctuation were not the focus of the study. Instead the 
emphasis was on content quality, the ideas and opinions stu-- 
dents attempted to exptess in their essays. 

This content quality was examined with reference to what* 
was termed .consistency^ The object^ was to determine whether or 
not students actually .hold the opinions and feelings they express 
in their school-related writing, or if for some reason, they 
take what might be called a "persona" in their class essays^ a 



pose^/point of view which might have very little, if any basis 
Cn their true thoughts and feelings. . . 

, > If this is true, if students ignore or hide their real 
thoughts and instead substitute thoughts they feel will please 
the teacher or what they think will be accepted, this could 'b^"^ 
part 'of the reason student writing in English class is so oft^eo 
dull and uninteresting, why it contains illogical re*Boning and 
is generally unenjoyable to read. < ' ' 

The research was conducted to find out if, as Zoellner has 
proposed, students llarn through >ahy years of school-related 
writing experiences to dissociate their j^eal feelings from their 
essay-expressed feelings. Zoellner thinks such dissociation is 
more or less conditioned by rigid and exacting writing experiences 
students have starting in the lower grades of public school. 
By the college years, the conditioning is so ^'^p-^oted that 
students actually hole? separate and totally/dj^f eren^t frames 
mind with which they ^x press themselves. Zoellner labelsM^hese 



the scribal modality and'the vocal modality. 

Seven hypotheses were formulated to examine this problem. 
These hypotheses were designed to determine what kinds of students 
were most likely to be inconsistent. 'The following is a listing, 
of the seven factors consideredT' 

^ (1) Consistency is independent of^ sex. 

(2) Consistency is independent of ^.college entrance examina- 
tion scores as measured by the ACT^ 



er|c ^ 



i3Jf Consistency is i-ndepeivient of High school GPA. 
''(4) Consistency is independent of pergiO^rmance in Basic 
. ^ * English. v ' ^ 

(5) Consistency is independent of high school -English ^ 
perf oifjriance ^s measured by English course grades 
recorded on the high school transcript. ^ 
. (6) Consistency is independent of the semester perfor- ^ 
mance in English as 'measured by the course grade. 
(7) Consistency is independent of performance on the 

ess'ay used in this experiment. 
The study involved fifty-five students enrolled in fresh 
man composition. Each stud^nt participated in tyo activities 
(1) Written discourse which consisted of writing a 5O0 word 
essay in the expressive' aim and (2) oral discourse^ a private 
office interview with the teacher • In both situations, the 
student was asked to express his ideas, opinions and feelings 
on a subject of his choice • ^ The interview followed the essay 
by two to four day^^ Questions brought -^up by the teacher in 
the interview came from the previously written essay. The " 

object was to get the , jitident to re-express the ideas he had 

i 

already presenteS^n his essay. 

The dajba collected were analyzed using the chi-square 
testp^ significance . 'The statistical computations were made 
to^deternfine if .the* differences between the observed and 
expected frequencies of consistency occurred' from cha^ncp or^ 



determine if the differences between the observed and expected 
frequencies of 'caj>sistency occurred from chaAce or if jthese 

differences were caused by some outside fact'or. The ,05 level 

<. 

/ 

of significance was used to test an hypothesis. Out of the 
seven hypotheses proposed in the study ,.^^two were rejected at 
the .05 level of confidence^ one, however was rejected at the 

.l^level of significance, and four 'hypotheses were accepted. 

• \ 
^ Two hypotheses wererejected at the .05 level of signif- 
icance: (1) Consistency is i^r^pendent of performance in 
Basic English and (2) Consistency- is independent of perfor- 
mance on the essay usim in this ej^eriment. One hypothesis 
was rejected at th^.l level •of significance: .Consistency is 
independent of the semester performance in English as measured 
by the course g^ade." Four hypotheses were acceptedj^,^^') Con- 



sistency is independent of^^x, , (2) Consistency is independent 

of college entrance examination -scores, (3) Consistency is inde 

\^ ' 

pendent of high school grade point average,* and (4) Consistency 
-is independent of high school English gj^ades recorded ^on the 
high school transcript*. 

The results of the study revealed that ithe factors wJijLcJi 
show relationships with consi^stency are traits that separate 
stronger English students from ^^eaker. English students. Those 
subjects ii% the experiment who had experienced previous success. 



with general English language skills were ^re likely to be 

consistent in the ideas theyexpressed than the students who 

had not had previous successful experiences . in English study.. ' 

In general the subjects who participated in this experiment 
did not perform as well in the freshman English course as they 
did in their previous high sch<*6l English .courses. -'Fewer- 
students made grades of A and B; and 'more students 
*D and F. 

High school English gxades^^s 'recorded on transcripts 
do not^ of course, compare^ery readily with a fres^hman Compo- 
sition course* Jtolike the college course, high schoo^rades^ ' 

usually^^present some combinati^n,..stiidy of graijiiralyiiterature, 

re.qui#ements and 
grading scales as well asrmany^-^y^her school characteristics 
such as: quality of^^rtJulty, sdpio-economic background of 
sttident bodi^^^.aTf^'cur offerings of tl\e school, are 

iijiposgitrre to ob j^^ivel y^compare. The subjects in ^hi^^studv 
came from a number of different high schools, not only in 
"^an^ Antonio and Texas, but also from several other ^ates. 

\V7|th reference to the hypotheses accepted, ^e two factors, 
sex and ^llege entrance examination scores, certainly yielded 
more-precise points^ of comparison with consi^ency than did 
high' s<fnopl GPA and high school English graces.- When weighing 
the fiijal\re^ur&&-Q.f^he statistical analtysis of the data these 
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facts^ should be considered carefully. - — ^ 

?his factor of preciseness is also true with relation 



.to the ^ree hypoth-eses ..rejected^ coLsisten 



cy as it relates to 




wh-ether_ojg^ not a student ^took .Basic English^ perf drraance *on the = 

^ \ ' * 

essay used in the experiment^ and composition course grade, . 

These factors could be more accurately and, precisely 

defined by the experimenter. The counseling Center^^of^ S^n Antonio 

College has a faitly well-defined, and clear-cut prqcfess " -v^ 

for pl^£ijig--s-=fetrtrents in Basic English. Consequently the Basic 

English factor provided more solid data for the statistical' 

analysis^ . 4 *" 

The data collected concerning the experimental essay grade 

and the compos*ition course grade were also well defined. In 

both these cases^ the investigator set the standard. This, of" 

course, does not say that this standard was /the 'best 6r most 

accurate measure of student performance, but it is a single ./ - * 

standard which was applied uniformily on all subjects involved " 



in the research. 



Educational Implications! of the Study 

Teaching " !^ * - - ' 

What this investigation means for the teaching of com- 
po^Ution lies mainly in the ^realization, after examining the 
findiijlgs of the study, that contept peruse, ^ the ideas, opinions. 
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viewpoints/ and feelings that s^tudents express in their , essays,^ 
* , *• < • # - 

d^serv^ a- ^reat deal of emphasis ^n a con^psijbion course. • In 
essence /'-teh'St a student 'writes should receive as much'attention 

as how he writes. • • ' 

i . . ." ' - . 

This what goes even beyoniJ the usual consideration given 

b$^^mq;st teachers of composJition to such rhetorical matters as: ./ 

logical reasonia^, organization, support of argument, cons ide^rat ion 

^. \ . \ r 

o^yaudience, makings. transitions , all 'of which are^ necessary and 



important i ^ The'Me factors, however, still do not encompass ali. 
that composition study demands. 

< ' ♦ ^ . ' I , 

The findings'of this study indicate that the sjabjects ' 

^ ^ ' ' ^\ ' 

involved were not /firm ot resolute toward the ideas they wrote 

m their schooL-^related essays. Because af this,^ it is sugge 

ted that more composition instructipn be devoted to helping 

stvdents^def ine--thedx-'ideas clearly, to consider the implication 

of their views *and the arguments for and against them.. In essence 

' / " 

students need to understand that they can write better papers, 

y 

I 

and the*y can be more ^ convincing in what they write i£ they* are 

^ ■ . ** 

themselves spldd and steadfast about what they wish to ?^rite. ' 
^ This of course means that composition ^teachers must allow, 
indeed stress, .independent and creative thinking on the part of 
their student^. Of course .few if any comfjosition teachers, would 
admit they do hot already encourage freedom of thought ^n^he 
classrdom. The problem' is converting this generally accepted and 
pophlar aim^]into practice. 



During the interviews conducted in the second part of the- 
sfeudy^ it was -readily apparent to the*. -investigator that in 
practically every case, the ideas that students expressed orally 
were- more clear and' convincing than the same ideas they ^xpre^eci 
in the writtenl essay. This, or course, is wh^ Zoellher'^ repea;^edly 
found in the ini^rviews he conducted .while developing the Talk- 
Write metaphor.^^^^f^^t^ that students express themselves^^ 

best in oral discourse, then^ teachers of composition should ^ ; 
encourage -more oral discburse in th^ classroom, particuairly . 
as a pre-writing activityv^'^. In view of .the findings of this ^re- 
search, it is recommended that oral and written discourse be 

united more closely in the teaching of writing in English conipo- 

/ 

sition classes. ' 

To do this. It IS suggested ihat students be required to 
explain the ideas they want to include in their essays orally^^ 
before they write. This can be done with another student in the 

lass, Ht can be done , as a group Sbtivity with each student 
explaining to the class what he plans tpyrite, it can'^Jbe done 
cm a one-to-one basis with the teacher, or students can make * 
use of tape recorders. A play l^k qf pr,evi6usIy^~irecaMedJ^ 
"RiQnoio^ties WQuld make students more conscious of audience. 

Unlike th^oral discourse of this study, where the vstudehf 
was not aware that^he^^s bein^asked to re-express his^i^as, 
the oral discourse that is here being suggested demands plos 
coordination of the two activities. Students should -understiSnd 
thhy are talking about the same subject they are planning to 
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ijxite o^for a very spe<^ific reason, to solidify and settle 

"he ex a^t. views they want to include in their, "essays, ^ 

It is furtHier. regpntmended that as a student precedes with' 
. ' / ' ' ^ * / , ^ , 

his oral discourse, he also be^^uestioned by his audience. 

If he is cu^Qss-examined in tJtiis fashion, jie wilt have tx? defend 

his arguinents. Such acfivijby should uncover weak points and 

additionally make the » student aware of more aspects of his 

subject. ' ^! • , ^ 



